We refer to the interesting paper of Deharveng et al (1999) on the comparison of nutrients in food composition tables from nine European countries because it mentions some of our papers (Granado et al, 1992; Olmedilla et al, 1993; 1996) , one of which is referred to as a`food composition table' (Olmedilla et al, 1996; labelled`E-carot' in Table 1 and the Appendix). Given the misuse and misinterpretation of our data by these authors and the negative consequences for our group and the INSALUD (Spanish National Institute of Health), we feel we must clarify the fact that E-carot' (Olmedilla et al, 1996) is an informative booklet (`Carotenoid content in fruit and vegetables frequently consumed in Spain') that was edited in tabular form by the INSALUD to make available data generated by a European Project (AIR-CT93-0888), as the EU suggests.
However, although it is not a food composition table, the booklet provides the scienti®c name of each product, part of the plant, edible portion, moisture and cooking (boiling) time, in addition to the carotenoid data (expressed individually in mga100 g edible portion together with the retinolequivalent activity). The booklet cites original papers (Granado et al, 1992; Olmedilla et al, 1993) to which any reader can refer for a further explanation of the data. In addition, the introduction gives a brief description of the sampling procedure, analytical method and quality control of the analysis (conducted by NIST, USA), and details the outside evaluation of the data (with respect to sampling, sample handling, analytical technique, quality control and mode of data expression) by the Wageningen Agricultural University (The Netherlands; West & Poortvliet, 1993) . In addition, in the Appendix, the booklet is cited erroneously, since INSALUD is not the`Institute responsible' and there is no mention of the`persons responsible'.
We agree with most of the general statements made by the authors concerning the incompatibility and incomparability of data appearing in the different tables and the underlying reasons for these inconveniences, which were reported by our group elsewhere with regard to data on carotenoids content in fruits and vegetables (Granado et al, 1997; Olmedilla et al, 1998) . However, we disagree with certain comments of Deharveng et al in reference to our papers.
Firstly, the authors state that our data (labelled as`E carot')`expresses the carotenes in RE even though fruits and vegetables contain no retinol'. The authors remind us that plants contain no pre-formed vitamin A (ie retinol), a fact that was already established several decades ago. However, vegetables and fruit contain carotenoid pigments, some of which can be biologically transformed into vitamin A (ie retinol), as Moore demonstrated in the early 1930s, coinciding with the structural elucidation of retinol and carotenoids by Karrer. The carotenoid content in fruit and vegetables provide about 30 ± 50% of dietary vitamin A in developed countries and up to 82% in developing countries (Rodriguez-Amaya, 1997). Thus, vitamin A activity in foods is expressed as retinol equivalents (RE), referring not just to retinol content as such, but to pro-vitamin A carotenoids, as well (Food and Nutrition Board, 1991) . For this reason, many reports on individualized carotenoid content in vegetables and fruit, from a nutritional viewpoint (see for reviews West & Poortvliet, 1993 , RodriguezAmaya, 1997 , also present the RE activity according to the individual (theoretical) potency of each carotenoid. In our case, to our knowledge, we have never referred tò carotenes' or expressed them in terms of RE Ð neither in the reference cited by these authors (Olmedilla et al, 1996) nor in the original (and traceable) papers (Granado et al, 1992; Olmedilla et al, 1993) . We did determine individual carotenoid content in vegetables and fruits Ð both carotenes and xanthophylls (Granado et al, 1992; Olmedilla et al, 1993 Olmedilla et al, , 1996 Olmedilla et al, , 1998 ) Ð and we also reported these ®ndings in terms of RE activity, although Dehanverg et al seem to consider that this expression must be used to refer only to pre-formed retinol content in foods. So, the above-mentioned table (`E-carot') reports RE activity of fruits and vegetables not even though but simply because of the absence of (pre-formed) retinol.
Secondly, the authors state that because the HPLC technique has been improved considerably over the past 5 y,`HPLC values (for vitamins A and E) analysed before (5 y or so) are incomparable'. We strongly disagree with this statement. In fact, Deharveng et al contradict themselves on this topic since what they refer to as`the ®rst attempt to produce up-to-date and reliable Spanish data' (E97) in regard to carotenoidsaRE in fruits and vegetables relies on HPLC techniques developed more than 10 y ago. Most of the HPLC data on individual carotenoid content in foods were generated during the 1980s and early 1990s, and quality criteria with regard to sampling, handling, analytical quality control and mode of expression have been developed and applied to evaluate available data (Mangels et al, 1993; West & Poortvliet, 1993) . Although certainly not all of the values meet all the established quality standards, many of them are considered (highly) reliable, even though they were generated more than 5 y ago (ie data reported in`E carot').
It is true that those involved in generating updated (`new') values should, hopefully, be aware of the methodological problems related to fat-soluble vitamins and carotenoids in foods encountered previously by many authors. However, the results from several years of international exercises with candidates for reference materials in foods (NIST QA-Programme for fat-soluble vitamins and carotenoids analysis in foods, 1991 ± 1998 EU-MAT Candidate no. 485, 1993 ± 1996 suggest that the main source of variability in fat-soluble vitamins and carotenoid data comes from sample handling (ie extraction procedures) and that repeated analyses do not reduce this variability to a great extent (even among expert laboratories). For these reasons, we believe that the use of`newer' HPLC techniques does not necessarily ensure a`better' performance (quality andaor reliability) in carotenoids and fatsoluble vitamins analysis in foods.
Finally, concerning the assessment of the intake of bcarotene and individual carotenoids, we think that the`use of recent data from different countries in addition to newly analysed foods of E97' to achieve an averagedaconsensual database may lead to an increased misclassi®cation of subjects according to their dietary patterns. There is a wide variation in carotenoid content in fruits and vegetables (depending on variety, ripeness, time post-harvest, storage conditions, etc). In addition to the methodological uncertainties, other factors such as seasonality, edible parts and portions andaor processing conditions can greatly account for the high variability in carotenoids data even for foods analysed locally by different laboratories. Furthermore, the different`origin of the data' for some items (ie fruit and vegetables) may re¯ect differing cultural practices or dietary patterns not equally applicable among different countries (especially across NorthernaSouthern Europe). Thus, if major carotenoid contributors are over-or underestimated in single, common databases, the`true' intake in a given population may be masked, debilitating the strength of the study and leading to erroneous conclusions (Granado et al, 1997) .
